Where did the European "historical avant-garde", as it has been evoked by Peter Bürger, Matei Calinescu and Jean Weisgerber, begin and end? 1 How can we delineate the historical and geographical spread of this avant-garde? Which currents, schools, movements, isms, projects, which artefacts, works of art, architecture, music, literary texts and other aesthetic and cultural practices can be subsumed under the umbrella label "avant-garde" in the early twentieth century? Straightforward as these questions may seem, they are seldom addressed today in studies of the avant-garde. However, an examination of just a few movements that are commonly considered as part of the "historical avant-garde" illustrates that a consensus is lacking. Major early twentieth-century isms, such as cubism, expressionism, fauvism and surrealism, are included by some scholars, and even attributed a pivotal or privileged role in their account of the avantgarde, whereas they are explicitly excluded by others. 2 On what grounds can dis-tinctions be made between these movements? Why are some formations considered to fall under the umbrella term, and others not? The present essay addresses these questions by looking at two problematic sets of parameters in avant-garde studies concerning the assumed self-understanding of the "historical avant-garde" as avant-garde, and its alleged aesthetic and -in the widest sense -cultural novelty. By qualifying these imprecise and ultimately inaccurate parameters, this essay proposes an alternative way of investigating the beginning and the end of the "historical avant-garde" as a network. 3 "Avant-garde" as metaphor and self-denomination It has often been suggested that the term "avant-garde" should be reserved for the "historical avant-garde" alone, particularly because representatives of this configuration of isms regarded and presented themselves as "avant-garde", more than others did before and after. However, although the label has been employed since the mid-nineteenth century, initially in particular in the French cultural field, the term assumed its privileged character as common denominator for the configuration of isms nowadays called "historical avant-garde" only after the Second World War. Before the war, "avant-garde" was used by the avant-garde itself and by congenial as well as hostile critics only very seldom, as a synonym for such parallel, yet far more common terms as "modern", "ultramodern", "new", "young", "newest" and "youngest". As such, the label (or translations like Vorhut in German or voorhoede in Dutch) was generally employed only as an additional qualification accompanying some more specific denomination (symbolism, impressionism, cubism, futurism or constructivism), if it was used at all. For example, the Italian futurists called themselves futurists in the first place, and attributed to themselves the quality of being avant-garde as futurists in the second place.
Nevertheless, there were cases and texts in which representatives of the "historical avant-garde" wrote about the conglomerate of the early avant-garde as "avant-garde". An often quoted example is a series of essays by Theo van Doesburg in the Dutch magazine Het getij in the early 1920s, entitled "Revue der Avant-garde" (Dutch "revue" meaning both "review …" and "inspection of the troops", "parade"). 4 Drawing on, "La Peinture d'Avant-garde", an article that the futurist Gino Severini previously published in De stijl, Van Doesburg claimed: "Op 't oogenblik is Avant-garde de collectieve benaming voor alle revolutionaire kunstenaarsgroepen" (Currently, Avant-garde is the collective term for all revolutionary artists' groups). 5 Van Doesburg and Severini were exceptions, though. Even Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, one of the few protagonists of the avant-garde who was fond of the term "avant-garde", presented the "historical avant-garde" in his manifesto "Le Futurisme mondial" of 1924 not as avant-garde, but as futurism. 6 Another interesting case is the book Die Kunstismen. Les Ismes de l'art. The Isms of Art, compiled by Hans Arp and El Lissitzky in 1925. The book names and pre-sents a list of some fifteen isms from the previous decade: "Abstrakter Film, Konstruktivismus, Verismus, Proun, Kompressionismus, Merz, Neo-Plastizismus, Purismus, Dada, Simultanismus, Suprematismus, Metaphysiker, Abstraktivismus, Kubismus, Futurismus, Expressionismus," 7 but does not refer to them as "avantgarde". Only in a recent essay accompanying a reprint of the book, does the editor allude (unknowingly, perhaps, since Van Doesburg's essays were never translated) to the title of Van Doesburg's "Revue der Avant-garde", by calling Kunstismen a "Letzte Truppenschau, Dernière Revue des Troupes, The Last Parade". 8 This later attribution of the term "avant-garde" to the early twentieth-century "isms of art" indicates once more that "avant-garde" became fashionable only as a common denominator for these isms -and increasingly so -after the Second World War. At the time of the "historical avant-garde" itself, it was still anything but a standing term. The label was virtually absent from publications of the "historical avant-garde", even when its members presented surveys of the avantgarde as a whole. This changed after 1945, perhaps as a result of linguistic-economic factors. 9 The labels previously used by the avant-garde itself ("new art", "modern art" and "isms of art") were either too indistinct and vague, had lost their meaning ("modern" and "new" were already fashionable in the late nineteenth century), or had become impossible as a label for the art of past decades ("modern" being a label for the latest fashion and not for yesterday's fashion, until "postmodern" made its entrance). Another reason why "avant-garde" became fashionable only after the war stems from the military origin of the term: the vanguard or military units were ahead of an army advancing against the enemy. As Hans Magnus Enzensberger has suggested 10 , previous artistic movements obtained the role of forerunners of a following "army" only after 1945, when new groups, movements and isms in the cultural field -the so-called "neoavant-garde" -took up the tradition of the pre-war movements.
However, since only small sections of what is now called "historical avantgarde" actually used the label themselves 11 , the often-assumed self-denomi-nation or self-understanding of this avant-garde as avant-garde cannot serve as a criterion for deciding where it began or ended. Since the umbrella term is an invention ex posteriori, its use as a common denominator for the "isms of art" of the early twentieth century could arguably be dropped. The label has, however, a practical historiographical function. If, as Ulrich Weisstein 12 has suggested, "modernism" can serve as a Lückenbüsser between the early avant-garde and the neo-avant-garde of the post-war period, "avant-garde" could also serve as a historiographical stopgap, as a missing umbrella term for the conglomerate of what Arp and Lissitzky called "isms of art", especially since in most divergent understandings of the term many of these isms are actually included. Important here, however, is that "avant-garde" proves to be a rather arbitrary meta-term that may have acquired its own historiographical rationale and by now even its own tradition. Still, the label is most certainly not intrinsically linked to those formations we now tend to call "historical avant-garde".
The metaphoric qualities of the term are equally problematic, in spite of its current popularity. When used in a military context, avant-garde allows only one conclusion: the original military purport and status of the avant-garde (vanguard) in the theatre of war 13 is not as appropriate and fitting as it might seem from the rather distant perspective of today's cultural field. First, in military terms the avant-garde may occupy a forward position in the battlefield, but remains subject to the orders of the general command of the main army behind it. In this regard, the main commandments of the military avant-garde are obedience and discipline, not self-will and originality, which are pivotal in the avantgarde discourse of the twentieth century. 14 In the case of the early twentieth-century aesthetic avant-garde, the question therefore arises: where were the general command and the main body of the (following) army to be found? In the second place, military tacticians make no qualitative difference between troops entrusted with the role of avant-garde (in certain hostilities) and other troops that are part of the following army. The former possess no intrinsic special qualities, apart from their role or fate to be the first to meet and engage the enemy. They are not "special forces" per se, but rather regular units with a specific task or role. In the third place, more than just one avant-garde enters enemy territory at any given time -unlike the point of the red wedge in El Lissitzky's famous image Beat the Whites with the Red Wedge (1920). When it is ahead of an army on the march in single-column formation, the military avant-garde may seem like a spearhead. However, in most battle situations, in which certain troops are given the role of avant-garde, more than one section or division of an army may serve as avantgarde. Those units that have the good (or bad) luck to be the closest to the enemy 15 are destined simply for avant-garde duty. Finally, not only a marching army has its avant-garde units; a standing, defending army has them too: those in front position and in immediate range of the enemy. Put differently: on the battlefield, every army has its avant-garde(s), be they the good guys or the bad guys, be they progressive or reactionary or just middle of the road.
Not accidentally, Enzensberger did not draw on military literature for his understanding of the term, but rather on a distant and amputated explanation he found in an old edition of the German Brockhaus encyclopaedia: "Vorhut, Vortrab, der Teil eines Heeres, welcher vor dem Gros der Armee marschiert, Hindernisse beseitigt, im Fall eines Angriffs aber den Feind so lange aufhält, bis die nachfolgende Kolonne gefechtsbereit ist (Avantgardengefecht)." 16 Indeed, it is not the military use of the term as such, but rather this minimalist explanation that permitted its metaphoric transposition and elaboration into a standing term for the "isms of art" of the early twentieth century in the cultural field. Only a selection of aspects of the term's military meaning have been mobilized in the description of the aesthetic avant-garde. The forward position of the avant-garde in a military context, the fact that it operates in a rather isolated fashion as the harbinger of something larger still to come, its operations in enemy territory, its function as a reconnaissance unit -these are the main facets that have been related in the cultural field to the emergence of new artistic and cultural phenomena, and inscribed into a linear understanding of cultural history ruled by progress and constant innovation -as if cultural history were a theatre of war.
Unlike many other terms in literary and art history that were originally metaphors as well (like "movement", "current", "school"), "avant-garde" is not a dead metaphor. The term thus is frequently used in criticism focusing on the avant-garde by reminding its readership explicitly and often extensively that the notion has a military provenance. 17 Presented in this way, the notion does not serve primarily as a neutral, descriptive denomination or period label but rather as a value judgement. In the past century-and-a-half, it has often been used in a positive sense, especially in the symbolic capitalism ruling the European cultural field(s), in which, as Pierre Bourdieu has pointed out, innovation and progress have become certified parameters for gaining symbolic capital and a comfortable position. 18 Yet the notion has also frequently been endowed with rather negative overtones. In particular, the label also possessed many pejorative connotations in Western Europe and North America after the Second World War, partly due to the political, Leninist intertext of the communist party as the veritable avantgarde of the working class. This made the avant-garde -as a possible competitor -undesirable behind the Iron Curtain as well. 19 The pursuit of the New Another popular parameter for avant-gardism is the criterion of novelty, which was modelled largely on the "avant-garde" metaphor and based on claims by that avant-garde. The "historical avant-garde" is then defined as an agency or set of agencies in pursuit of the new, stressing radical innovation and assuming the creation of a completely new art that breaks with traditions and conventions in aesthetics, culture and even politics. The "new art" of the "historical avant-garde" might seem compatible with "modern life", for its aesthetic appropriation and critical use of the new media (photography, film and radio) of its time, and its concern with modern metropolitan life, including the social, political, economic and technological dimensions of capitalism in its imperialist phase. But, apart from the more fundamental problem of the modernist ideology of progress, the question is whether the "new" was really as new as it claimed to be. Certainly, the avant-garde had to claim the novelty of its art in line with the modernist ideology of progress and the logic of the symbolic capitalism of the artistic and literary field. But was its art really as new as it pretended? And could the new only be 18 found in the avant-garde? The answer to the latter question is simple: no! During what some have called the "age of the avant-gardes" 20 we can find many decisively non-or even anti-avant-garde artists and authors, who also presented something new, a "new", a "modern" art and literature that also appropriated (aspects of) new media, and also reflected on and recuperated elements of the "modern times" and culture in its widest sense.
Regarding the first question, the assumed novelty of several aesthetic practices of the avant-garde of the early twentieth century (and the accompanying claim by many of its representatives that they were creating a "new art") seems rather doubtful. In a recent article in Die Zeit, Peter Bürger criticized the qualification "avant-garde" for the expressionist painter's group "Die Brücke". 21 Already in 1974, Bürger had distinguished in a footnote of his Theorie der Avantgarde two essential traits of the "historical avant-garde," based on his reflections on Dada and surrealism: "einen radikalen Traditionsbruch" and a turn "gegen die Institution Kunst, […], wie sie sich in der bürgerlichen Gesellschaft herausgebildet hat". To this he added: "Mit Einschränkungen, die in konkreten Untersuchungen herauszuarbeiten wären, gilt dies auch für den italienischen Futurismus und den deutschen Expressionismus." 22 As he pointed out in Die Zeit, "Die Brücke" does not deserve the predicate of avant-garde since the painters wereamong other things -not using new techniques, but working in a way already fashionable in mid-nineteenth-century France. What holds true for the plein air "free drawing" of "Die Brücke" holds true also for avant-garde novelties like collage and montage, visual poetry and abstract painting and sculpting. Whereas montage and collage originate in the eighteenth and nineteenth century 23 , visual poetry can already be found in Europe in Roman and Greek antiquity. 24 Abstract artefacts are among the first cultural reminiscences of humanity -and avantgarde artists were well aware of that. As Hans Arp wrote in a note accompanying an exhibition of abstract works in 1915: "Die 'neue Kunst' ist so neu, wie die ältesten Gefässe, Städte, Gesetze, und wurde von den alten Völkern Asiens, Amerikas, Afrikas und zuletzt von den Gothikern geübt. Probably because the criterion of novelty is rather problematic, some authors have introduced additional parameters, focusing on the formal dimensions of art, literature and manifestations of the avant-garde. However, when the avantgarde is narrowed down to one single aesthetic or programmatic principle, these other parameters also tend to exclude substantial sections of the isms summarized by Van Doesburg as "avant-garde" or by Arp and Lissitzky as "isms of art". This is the case with Bürger's additional criterion of an intended turn against the bourgeois institution of art or -formulated in positive terms -the avant-garde's claim to reunite art and life. This latter aim was undoubtedly a widespread ambition of the avant-garde, but the rhetoric of pursuing a reunification of art and life can also be found before, after and concurrent with the avant-garde as well: consider Richard Wagner's early revolutionary writings from the years 1848/49 26 , or, a few decades later, naturalism and symbolism (accompanied by the claim to be young, modern and new). Many artists involved in the pre-1945 avant-garde -among them several undisputed protagonists of the avant-garde, like Kurt Schwitters -neither rejected the notion of autonomous art nor opposed institutionalizing art as something autonomous. Even Dada artists tried to win positions in the institutions of art academies and museums. 27 The alleged general political ambitions and ramifications of the avant-garde are problematic as well. No doubt, many avant-garde artists had political ambitions. Yet several major representatives of the "historical avant-garde" made a sharp distinction between politics and their aesthetic projects. Herwarth Walden and Der Sturm (both the gallery and the journal) in the period 1912-1920, Hugo Ball as manager of the Zurich based Galerie Dada (1917), as well as Theo van Doesburg and Kurt Schwitters and their respective reviews/projects De stijl and Merz voiced anti-political tendencies in the avant-garde. During the Great War, Walden and Ball were politically active next to their artistic and literary enterprises -the former in the German official propaganda apparatus 28 , the latter in the radical-left and liberal opposition to the war and the German imperial regime. 29 However, in their avant-garde projects both refrained from politics. 26 32 Although Van Doesburg qualified the socialist movement as the political wing of the same avant-garde he described in his "Revue der Avant-garde" 33 , his Dutch version of the manifesto had the revealing title "Anti-Tendenzkunst". 34 In this manifesto, co-signed by Hans Arp and Tristan Tzara as well, Van Doesburg and Schwitters rejected not only a communist politicization of (constructivist) art, but also any other form of politicizing the arts: Next to this rejection of politicizing, both Van Doesburg and Schwitters aimed simultaneously at a Gesamtkunstwerk 36 , which would ultimately constitute a new world, or in terms used by Van Doesburg and De stijl: a "nieuwe wereldbeelding", a new beelding of the world -beelding being an idiosyncratic neologism of De stijl that meant imagination, evocation as well as creation. 37 As such, apolitical stance and abstinence from involvement in conventional politics also possessed an obvious political edge. Nevertheless, cases like this show that political engagement cannot serve as a parameter for delineating the contours of the avantgarde.
The project of the early avant-garde as a network
The parameters discussed above may have some heuristic qualities. However, if we take the historical configuration of isms described by Van Doesburg, Arp and Lissitzky along with others as an interrelated whole, these commonly applied parameters of current-day avant-garde studies are either too broad, pointing at traditions in which the avant-garde itself is but a small dot, or too narrow to cover the heterogeneous character of the whole conglomerate of the early avantgarde. It could, therefore, be argued that we should not stick to one parameter but take rather several from different sets. Indeed, when we recognize that neither "avant-garde" as self-denomination or self-understanding, nor the other parameters mentioned above allow a precise demarcation of the contours of the avant-garde, one solution could be to regard the avant-garde as a project, as proposed by Wolfgang Asholt and Walter Fähnders in their preface to Die ganze Welt ist eine Manifestation. 38 This project should be understood in the same way as Habermas's Projekt der Moderne, not as an achieved unity but rather as an enterprise that still has (or in the case of the early avant-garde: still had ) to be completed. It could be understood as a project that consists of a number of still partially isolated and incompatible fragments, as fragments indicating a future unity to come. 39 In the terminology of Félix Guattari and Gilles Deleuze, it could be viewed as a "rhizomatic entity" or "multiplicity," 40 or, in terms of Antonio Negri and Michael Hardt's work, as a "multitude" with some degree of cohesion, but marked, above all, by heterogeneity, diversity and to some extent by incoherence as well. 41 It would be a non-hierarchical network with several nodes wherein various lines come together, but also with rips, rents and ruptures. Whereas Guattari and Deleuze explicitly exclude the concept/notion of the "avant-garde" (as used in the Maoist Tel Quel ) from their first version of Rhi-zome 42 , their critique of the "avant-garde" is overwritten by a plea for nomadism in the second version of the text in Mille Plateaux. 43 Deleuze and Guattari might not have been fond of the term and concept, at least in its Leninist version, but they certainly did not reject the aesthetic practice of the "historical avant-garde". More important, the excerpts on the basic traits of the rhizome below indicate that as a model it allows for a better understanding of the avant-garde network, and its topography. This does not imply that the rhizome is the ultimate model for a description of the avant-garde. It is proposed here, first of all, as a provisional model to interpret the avant-garde as a network involved in a multifaceted, heterogeneous project. This may also hold when the relationship between poetic, aesthetic, political and other features are considered. And there can be no doubt that Guattari and Deleuze's interpretation of the rhizomatic root offers an interesting model for such an understanding of the avant-garde: two sets of historiographical-terminological considerations and practical historiographical observations might serve as a point of departure.
Historiographical considerations: lines and nodes
The metaphor "avant-garde" has no fixed historical or historiographical meaning when one applies it to specific sets of artists, movements or isms. If we decide, however, to save the term for the configuration of isms regarded by Bürger and many others as the "historical avant-garde", the label should have some surplus value. This surplus can be an arbitrary label for the sum of these artists, movements and isms that is more than all of them regarded separately. As an umbrella term for groups, projects, currents, schools and movements like "Die Brücke", "Der Blaue Reiter", "Dada", "De stijl", "Bauhaus", "Proun", "Merz", "futurism", "cubism", "expressionism", "constructivism", "surrealism" and "zenitism", "historical avant-garde" can refer to a rhizomatic, heterogeneous entity at a "middle" level, i.e. "higher" than all these phenomena individually, yet "lower" than "modernity" for example or, in reflecting the rhizome, as some root structure in the landscape of modernity.
If this assumed entity is not to remain a "mere" historiographical projection or theoretical invention, but genuinely refer also to a past, the contours and properties of this entity must be based on demonstrable data. Assuming that the early avant-garde was indeed such an entity then the surplus of the term must provide some demonstrable cohesion in a collective dimension, in which the sum of artists, groups and isms is involved -each with their own formal-aesthetic features, thematic preoccupations and other (political and programmatic) peculiarities. Since the form and content of the artefacts, as well as the aesthetics and politics of these groups and isms, are marked by a profound heterogeneity and incompatibility, the main parameter for testing their collective dimension must be concealed in a momentum of cohesion. This momentum has to be derived from the relations and links connecting the single isms, projects and artists, as well as from the meeting points and occasions that highlight the collectivity of the "historical avant-garde". In short, their cohesion has to be charted within the lines and nodes of a rhizomatic network, a nomadic, deterritorialized locus communis of the early avant-garde in the twentieth century.
In the "historical avant-garde" a mutual feeling of understanding or spirit of community can indeed be discerned. This communality can be seen in surveys like those of Van Doesburg, and Arp and Lissitzky, as well as in anthologies like Lajos Kassák's Buch neuer Künstler 45 , Herwarth Walden's Einblick in Kunst 46 and
Circle. An International Survey of Constructive Art. 47 It can also be found in the Zurich dadaists' understanding of Dada as a synthesis of all previous isms, notably cubism, futurism and expressionism. 48 The same communality can also be observed in the avant-garde press. Periodicals like Der Sturm, De stijl, The Little Review and Ma not only served as a platform for the ism(s) and projects of the editors, but also for other isms, often directing the attention of their readers to other avantgarde magazines as well. Even contemporary critics, both friendly and hostile, assumed the coherence among the different faces of the avant-garde hydra. The configuration thus laid bare is sometimes referred to, or rather qualified, as "avant-garde," for instance in Van Doesburg's "Revue der Avant-garde" or in the case of Clement Greenberg's essay "Avant-garde and Kitsch" in the Partisan Review from September 1939. 49 Yet other umbrella terms were used as well. In an article entitled "Art Chronicle" that immediately preceded Greenberg's essay, George L. K. Morris, for instance, presented the European "historical avantgarde" as "Recent Tendencies in Europe," 50 without using the term itself. Other labels were "isms of art", "modern" or "new art" or just a pars pro toto: Dada, futurism or expressionism. The progressive and hardly uninformed German art historian Richard Hamann subsumed in his Geschichte der Kunst (1933) the entire early avant-garde under the notion "expressionism." 51 The entity is marked by a considerable degree of heterogeneity, and by internal polemics and hostilities about the innovation and programs of specific isms, groups, movements and individuals. The "avant-garde" thus proves a synchronically heterogeneous and diverse conglomerate, marked by many diachronic fluctuations, such as artists going from one group or ism to another, or the rapid succession of isms. Occasionally, these fluctuations led to physical confrontations, for instance between the dadaists and surrealists at the Parisian Soirée du Coeur à Barbe in 1923. 52 Nevertheless, the "avant-garde" continued to constitute a single entity.
A sense of belonging to this entity was articulated when those involved acted or manifested themselves in a collective way, through mutual collaboration, in (collective) reviews, magazines, anthologies or surveys in book-form, at joint conferences, exhibitions, in collective projects like publishing houses, in the membership of certain organizations, through collaboration in soirées and other manifestations, in the publication and subscription of manifestoes and other proclamations, or in contributions to such enterprises (magazines, exhibitions etc.) by other avant-garde artists (often as a kind of mutual exchange). Last but not least, such a sense was displayed by gallery owners and art dealers such as Daniël-Henri Kahnweiler or Herwarth Walden, who often played a key role as "impresarios" and binding agents. 53 In the configuration of isms subsumed under the notion "historical avant-garde", platforms like these can be regarded as nodes and lines in a fluctuating network of collaborating artists and writers, who would often pop up at one ism and then at another. Hans Arp, for example, can be found as signatory of dadaist, elementarist, constructivist, concretist and surrealist manifestoes. 54 In the case of Van Doesburg, who died earlier, the list is even longer. 55 Likewise, magazines served as platforms for many isms, as in the case of Der Sturm and the subsidiary association "Internationale Vereinigung der Expressionisten, Kubisten und Futuristen e.V." 56 During the international avant-garde meeting and exhibition in Düsseldorf in 1922, at least one representative of the "historical avant-garde", the Polish constructivist Henryk Berlewi, advocated the foundation of a "Constructivist International" with a "worldwide network of periodicals […] propagating and arguing for new ideas and new forms." 57 To get a grip on this fluctuating network, which had the properties of a rhizomatic multitude but no clear-cut hierarchical structure, the best option in search of a demarcation of the early avant-garde seems a mapping of the nodes and connecting lines between these nodes. The nodes can be found in places such as Paris, Berlin, Zurich, and Ascona, as well as in Amsterdam, Antwerp and Copenhagen, or in certain magazines and galleries, such as Der Sturm. An inventory of the writers and artists represented in the latter, or in Sturm exhibitions and in related organizations, reveals that artists working in a fauvist, cubist or expressionist way (Die Brücke no less than Der blaue Reiter) were integrated into an avant-garde network that also housed the futurists and later the constructivists. 58 We could take, for instance, a series of tableaux in the Hungarian review Ma in the years 1922-23, each of which listed a dozen other avant-garde reviews from Austria, Belgium, Czechoslovakia, Germany, Italy, the Netherlands, the United States and Yugoslavia. 59 Set out on a map of Europe and combined with other comparable lists, such as that from Hendrik Nicolaas Werkman's review The Next Call 60 , such instances could be combined to form the basis for a reconstruction of the historical network of the early avant-garde. By repeating the same procedure for other nodes, in tracking the different interconnecting lines as well as the loose ends and isolated pockets, the avant-garde as a collective entity could thus be reconstructed step by step.
Such a topography, which is only feasible in a collective and interdisciplinary enterprise, does not have to begin from scratch. The inventory is, in fact, made possible by several decades of avant-garde research. 61 In its own time, the "his-torical avant-garde" was often a rather marginal affair in the respective national and regional cultural fields of Europe. 62 Today it is rightfully regarded as an important predecessor of current artistic practices, and as such it has received in the past decades much attention in publications and exhibitions. Most publications by the avant-garde, which were printed and released in their time often only in tiny numbers, have in the past decades been reprinted or published for the first time in numbers unthinkable in the early twentieth century. Archives have been disclosed. More and more source material has become available through the internet. This present situation allows for the topography proposed here. A few decades ago, it would have been unthinkable.
Advantages, objections and conclusion
The advantages of understanding the configuration of early avant-garde isms as a synchronically and diachronically fluctuating network are obvious. The focus on the organizational dimension of the early avant-garde offers not only an alternative to the parameters that turned out to be either too vague or too reductionist. It also offers also a possibility to demarcate this avant-garde as a corpus, without getting trapped in the hermeneutic circle that characterizes many theoretical assessments. In the latter, certain formal-aesthetic, political or programmatic features are employed as parameters to decide who and what might be regarded as the (hardcore of the) avant-garde, so as to present proof that these formal-aesthetic or programmatic features were indeed basic traits of the "avant-garde". In contrast to this approach, the understanding of the avant-garde as a fluctuating heterogeneous network with rhizomatic properties allows the inclusion of fundamentally different and incompatible isms (as they are listed in Arp's and Lissitzky's Kunstismen, for example). At the same time, the network model provides a fitting tool in determining where the avant-garde as a historical formation began and ended: at points where the network met its outer limits or touched, overlapped and coincided with other contemporary networks. Since a rhizomatic network has to be envisaged three-dimensionally (and not as a "flat" two-dimensional map) these limits can be found everywhere. The "avant-garde" met its limits not only in Turkey or in Georgia on the Caucasus, in Norwegian Lapland, in Finland, in Santiago de Chile or Fukuoka, but also in Berlin, Paris, New York and Moscow; not only in the difference between the work of different artists, but also -virtually without exception -within the work of each avant-garde artist, both diachronically (hardly any artist started and ended in the avant-garde) and synchronically (both Schwitters and Mondrian produced figurative, conventional painting alongside their Merzbilder and Nieuwe Beelding, for money or, as Schwitters suggested, as relaxation after the hard job of gluing abstract collages). 63 The concept of the fluctuating network could further incorporate moments of crisis (e.g. both World Wars and the fascist and Stalinist repression from the midtwenties to the forties), moments at which many lines and nodes were severed or extinguished while others continued and new nodes emerged. 64 To keep to the image of the rhizome: at certain moments parts of the network were cut off and eradicated, while new sprouts emerged in other places, superficially resembling completely new plants, yet actually stemming from the same root complex. Finally, a wandering network with rhizomatic properties draws attention to the fundamentally international character of the avant-garde as well as its nomadic nature.
It could be objected that the proposed approach reduces the avant-garde to an organizational entity. The question is, however, whether any other all-inclusive binding agent existed among the early twentieth-century "isms of art", which would allow us today to reconnect all segments of the network in a comprehensive way. The network was, however, more than just an organizational structure. First, it possessed an apparent strategic character, which we can understand in terms of Bourdieu's sociological approach (in part as a collective, consciously trans-national position taking). 65 Secondly, the network had an undeniable programmatic dimension. These diverse isms, groups and individuals did not converge just to play chess, drink a bottle of wine or have a nice time on the beach (they did that too). They gathered primarily because they saw communal and common elements among themselves, be these in aesthetics or poetics, or in some programmatic congeniality in more encompassing domains, as, for instance, in the intention to revolutionize art and society either through art or through affiliation with some political movement or party. In the revolutionary movements at the end of the First World War and thereafter -notably in the Russia, Hungary and Germany -there was a particularly obvious convergence between avant-garde initiatives and political formations, especially between those of a radical-left provenance. These revolutionary movements and related artist organizations -for instance the "Aktionsausschuß revolutionärer Künstler" that existed only a few months in the Munich Council Republic (1919) 66 , the Moscow and Saint Petersburg "Section for Fine Arts" (IZO) of Anatolij Lunačarskij's People's Commissariat for Cultural Education (Narkompros), or the reviews Lef and Novyj lef (Left Front of the Arts, New Left Front of the Arts) 67 -constituted major nodes in the avant-garde network as well.
In conclusion, it is important to keep in mind that the rhizome-like network of the avant-garde was not marked by one programme only. It cannot be reduced, therefore, to a single guiding principle, neither in the sphere of aesthetics and poetics nor, for example, in the sphere of politics. Whereas some pursued abstract art, others preferred a figurative one. Whereas some rejected artistic autonomy, others fostered autonomist aesthetics. Whereas some resolved conventional language as part of their poetic experiments, others kept to conventional forms. Whereas some focused on the new urban life and modern technology, others turned towards nature. Political radicalism -either on the left or the right -might be seen as a common trait of the avant-garde. However, a tour d'horizon of the political preferences and affiliations in the avant-garde will show that the political centre, moderate social-democracy and liberalism (in the European sense) were well represented; (political) revolution was certainly not everyone's ambition, as, for example, Kurt Schwitters's grotesque persiflage "Ursachen und Beginn der Großen Glorreichen Revolution in Revon" 68 indicates.
With one topography leading to another, the avant-garde has to be viewed as a fluctuating set of interrelated though often discontinuous programmes, as a programmatic multiplicity located in and around the different nodes of the network, with some sections barely connected to others (whether due to programmatic differences or long communication lines), while others worked closely together, in spite of major differences, particularly in the provincial periphery where the pressure from outside left little room for internal conflict. Yet even in this periphery -at least in the Low Countries, but the Low Countries were most certainly not that unique -plurality rather than unity predominated. 69 It was a plurality without a common programme, which might be termed as avant-gardes in the plural. As Hal Foster already observed more than a decade ago, the avantgarde cannot be comprehended by one theory of the avant-garde. 70 It has to be mapped from several directions and from divergent perspectives.
